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Seeing scenography: scopic regimes and the body of the spectator. 

Gｷ┗Wﾐ デｴW SWゲｷｪﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW;デヴW ;ゲ けデｴW ゲWWｷﾐｪ ヮﾉ;IWげ ふAヴﾗﾐゲﾗﾐ ヲヰヰヵぎ ヲぶ and the 

strongly visual nature of scenography we might wonder at how little consideration has been 

given so far to the act of looking, whether in scenographic studies or in theatre scholarship 

more generally. Yet concerns within wider cultural discourse about a dominance of the 

visual デｴ;デ けｴ;ゲ ｷデゲ WﾐS ｷﾐ ヴ;ヮデが ﾏｷﾐSﾉWゲゲ a;ゲIｷﾐ;デｷﾗﾐげ ふJ;ﾏWゲﾗﾐ ヱΓΓヰ:1) have certainly 

influenced the way we conceptualise the visual dimension of theatre experience ;ゲ け; 

ﾏWSｷ┌ﾏ ﾗa ﾗヮデｷI;ﾉ ｷﾉﾉ┌ゲｷﾗﾐげ ふRancière 2007: 272) and have marginalised scenography as 

mere decoration or as a distraction. But there are, to borrow from John Berger (1972), 

different ways of seeing scenography that reveal themselves in the act of looking. In this 

essay I challenge dominant interpretations of the act of seeing in theatre by arguing for the 

explanatory power of a dynamic, embodied conceptualisation of scenographic spectatorship 

centred on co-construction.  

In the theatre, visual spectacle has been denigrated as idealised, as superficial or as 

excessive. Jen Harvie and Paul Allain identify  common concern ;ﾏﾗﾐｪゲデ けﾏ;ﾐ┞ ﾗHゲWヴ┗Wヴゲげ 

デｴ;デ デｴW ┗ｷゲ┌;ﾉ ｷゲ けデヴｷ┗ｷ;ﾉげ ;ﾐS Sｷゲデヴ;Iデゲ ;┌SｷWﾐIWゲ けaヴﾗﾏ ﾏﾗヴW ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐデ ｷゲゲ┌Wゲげ ふAﾉﾉ;ｷﾐ ;ﾐS 

Harvie 2014: 194). けTｴW ヮ;ヴ;Sﾗ┝ ﾗa デｴW ゲヮWIデ;デﾗヴげが as Jacques Rancière points out, is that 

けデｴWヴW ｷゲ no theatre without sヮWIデ;デﾗヴゲげ but being a spect;デﾗヴ ｷゲ け; H;S デｴｷﾐｪげき it implies 

ﾉﾗﾗﾆｷﾐｪが ┘ｴｷIｴ ｷゲ けデｴW ﾗヮヮﾗゲｷデW ﾗa ﾆﾐﾗ┘ｷﾐｪげ. Theatrical spectacle, it is claimed, conceals its 

means of production and produces a passive spectator (Rancière 2007: 271-2). But Rancière 

has proposed that spectators are けWﾏ;ﾐIｷヮ;デWSげ from the disabling grip of spectacle by 

virtue of けデｴW ヮﾗ┘Wヴ デﾗ デヴ;ﾐゲﾉ;デW ｷﾐ デｴWｷヴ ﾗ┘ﾐ ┘;┞ ┘ｴ;デ デｴW┞ ;ヴW ﾉﾗﾗﾆｷﾐｪ ;デげ (278). His 

solution to the paradox is to emphasise the intellectual freedom of the spectators to make 

デｴWｷヴ ﾗ┘ﾐ けゲデﾗヴ┞げ ﾗa デｴW ゲデﾗヴ┞ ｷﾐ aヴﾗﾐデ ﾗa デｴWﾏ; to translate images into words. But he is 

nonetheless wary of the visual itself and the recent blurring of boundaries between art and 

theatre and a proliferation of visual hybrids have led, he says, to stultification and 

けｴ┞ヮWヴ;Iデｷ┗W Iﾗﾐゲ┌ﾏWヴｷゲﾏげ ふヲΒヰぶく  

Rancièreげゲ ゲ┌ゲヮｷIｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ┗ｷゲ┌;ﾉ W┝IWゲゲ ｷゲ a;ﾏｷﾉｷ;ヴ within a broader critique of visual 

culture and it helps explain why scenography has rarely been considered as offering 

something more than seductive or dazzling effects to the experience of viewing theatre.  
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Part of the problem seems to be the dominance of one model of vision, that of the 

disembodied and passive viewer associated with the development of Renaissance 

perspective that continues to have some influence even now. In the late 1980s the Dia Art 

Foundation organised a symposium to explore of plural modes of vision and the different 

ways we see or are enabled to see. Oa ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴ ｷﾐデWヴWゲデ デﾗ ゲIWﾐﾗｪヴ;ヮｴ┞ ｷゲ M;ヴデｷﾐ J;┞げゲ 

contribution thaデ ;SSヴWゲゲWゲ けゲIﾗヮｷI ヴWｪｷﾏWゲげi of modernity as applied to the viewing of 

paintings. In it he reviews the hegemonic visual model of modernity that unites Renaissance 

perspective with Cartesian ideas of subjective rationality (Jay 1999: 4) and then identifies 

two alternatives to this modelき デｴW B;Iﾗﾐｷ;ﾐ け┘ﾗヴﾉS ﾗa ﾗHﾃWIデゲげ ;ﾐS デｴW けH;ヴﾗケ┌Wげ. But how 

do the scopic regimes that Jay proposes apply to scenography? In particular, how might 

different models of seeing in the theatre dislodge the persistent notion of the disinterested, 

disembodied and passive spectator? And what does thinking about the relationship of the 

viewer to the visual tell us about the scenographic ways of seeing? J;┞げゲ ﾏﾗSWﾉゲ aﾗI┌ゲ ﾗﾐ デｴW 

visual dimension of seeing, but I will also explore embodied vision and ask; what role does 

the body of the spectator assume within the realm of the scopic?  

 

Theatre, scenography and the visual 

Scenography is now established as integral component of theatrical performance 

and its reception. No longer considered simply as background, scenography has been shown 

to shape performance and to exert dramaturgical and poetic effects ii. Within this, the role of 

the spectator is also beginning to be considered. Authors including Benedetto (2010), 

McKinney (2013) and Trimingham (2013) have investigated how scenography contributes to 

audience experience in many contemporary forms of performance and how its 

multisensorial nature invites active and co-creative spectatorship. But there are gaps in 

relation to the wider and historical practice of scenography where we have tended to think 

about visual experience as synonymous with the aims and approaches of individual 

designers and accept that the intentions of scenographers and directors are sufficient to 

explain the experience of seeing. Rancière proposes emancipation from the spectacle 

through cognitive subjectivity rather than considering different ways of seeing spectacle 

itself. However, the expansion of scenographic practices, both on stage and beyond (Lotker 
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and Gough 2013) require us to engage with scenographic spectacle directly and theorise the 

act of looking at scenography. 

In one of the very few books s that addresses visuality in the theatre, Maaike Bleeker 

identifies the importance of perspective in helping ┌ゲ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐS ｴﾗ┘ けﾗ┌ヴ ゲWﾐゲWs are 

cultured to perceive certain privileged modes of representation as more natural, real, 

objective or convincing than others, and to relate these effects to the discourses which 

mediate in ┘ｴ;デ ┘W デｴｷﾐﾆ ┘W ゲWWげ ふBleeker 2008: 13). For Bleeker, perspective is a way of 

seeing the world that is based on a kind of deception, a promise of authenticity or direct 

access to reality, that can never be fulfilled: 

The institution of perspective theatricalizes the field of vision. It creates a 

scenographic space in which all that is seen is staged for a viewer. Paradoxically, 

despite the high degree of scenic manipulation required to successfully integrate the 

rules of perspective into a painted or otherwise constructed scene, the promise of 

perspective is that of immediacy. (Bleeker 2008: 15). 

Dominic Johnson adds to this by observing that in the dramatic theatre narrative has often 

presented a linguistic equivalent of visual perspective, one where spectatorship is an 

;デデWﾏヮデ けto second-guess デｴW ゲ┌ヮヮﾗゲWSﾉ┞ ゲｷﾐｪ┌ﾉ;ヴが ﾗヴデｴﾗSﾗ┝ ┗ｷゲｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW Sヴ;ﾏ;デｷゲデげ 

(Johnson 2014: 28). Bleeker also considers how contemporary theatre positions the 

spectator, and includes some consideration of the けゲヮWIデ;デﾗヴ ;ゲ HﾗS┞ ヮWヴIWｷ┗ｷﾐｪげ (Bleeker 

2008: 6) as part of her analysis of the subjectivity of vision. In this chapter I build on 

BﾉWWﾆWヴげゲ ｷSW; ﾗa けデｴW HﾗS┞ ゲWWｷﾐｪげ (16) by focusing specifically on scenography and consider 

how the idea of a perceiving body modifies notions of the spectator rendered compliant and 

passive by the spectacle.  But first I need to say more about the idea of scopic regimes and 

the regulatory structures of the visual. 

 

Vision, visuality and scopic regimes 

For the field of visual studies the Dia Art Foundation symposium marked an 

important contribution to the academic discourse on modern vision. In the preface to the 

published papers, Hal Foster points out that vision, or the physical operation of seeing, 
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might be distinguished from visuality, or the historical, discursive and social dimensions 

within which any act of vision is located. A けゲIﾗヮｷI ヴWｪｷﾏWげ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデゲ aﾗヴ デｴW IﾗﾏヮﾉW┝ 

operation and intertwining of vision and visuality in a given time or place.  Between these 

デ┘ﾗ ;ゲヮWIデゲ ﾗa デｴW ┗ｷゲ┌;ﾉ ; ┘ｴﾗﾉW ｴﾗゲデ ﾗa SｷaaWヴWﾐIWゲ ｷﾐ けｴﾗ┘ ┘W ゲWWが ｴﾗ┘ ┘W ;ヴW ;HﾉWが 

;ﾉﾉﾗ┘WSが ﾗヴ ﾏ;SW デﾗ ゲWWが ;ﾐS ｴﾗ┘ ┘W ﾏｷｪｴデ ゲWW デｴｷゲ ゲWWｷﾐｪ ﾗヴ デｴW ┌ﾐゲWWｷﾐｪ デｴWヴWｷﾐげ ﾏｷｪｴデ 

reside (Foster 1988: ix). But it always the tendency of every scopｷI ヴWｪｷﾏW デﾗ けIﾉﾗゲW ﾗ┌デ デｴWゲW 

SｷaaWヴWﾐIWゲげ ;ﾐS ﾏ;ﾆW ｷデ ゲWWﾏ デｴ;デ デｴWヴW ｷゲ ﾃ┌ゲデ けﾗﾐW WゲゲWﾐデｷ;ﾉ ┗ｷゲｷﾗﾐげく In the same 

publication, M;ヴデｷﾐ J;┞ ゲ;┞ゲ デｴ;デ ┘ｴｷﾉゲデ けｷデ ｷゲ SｷaaｷI┌ﾉデ デﾗ SWﾐ┞ デｴ;デ デｴW ┗ｷゲ┌;ﾉ ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ 

dominant in modern Western culturWげ ふJ;┞ ヱΓΒΒ: 3), there is not one scopic regime or single 

ﾏﾗSWﾉ ﾗa ┗ｷゲｷﾗﾐ デｴ;デ ヮWヴデ;ｷﾐゲ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴﾗ┌デ デｴｷゲ ヮWヴｷﾗS ;ﾐS デｴ;デ デｴWヴW ;ヴW けゲ┌HI┌ﾉデ┌ヴWゲげ ﾗa デｴW 

visual that we have only come to appreciate from a postmodern vantage point (Jay 1988:4).  

Johnson has suggested that thinking about scopic regimes helps ┌ゲ ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐS けｴﾗ┘ 

ｴｷゲデﾗヴｷI;ﾉ SW┗WﾉﾗヮﾏWﾐデゲ ｴ;┗W ｷﾐデヴ┌SWS ┌ヮﾗﾐ ┗ｷゲ┌;ﾉ W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIW ｷﾐ デｴW デｴW;デヴWげ (Johnson 

2014: 23) and he uses the examples of Renaissance perspective in the fifteenth century and 

the introduction of gas and electricity in the nineteenth century. He quite rightly points out 

that these technological innovations go beyond enhancing visibility. They also change the 

process of seeing and understanding and scenographic light might come to have 

dramaturgical meaning that is equivalent to or may even exceed the text (Johnson 2014: 

32). But there is more to consider regarding the way scenography positions the spectator 

within competing, and sometimes overlapping, scopic regimes and the extent to which the 

spectator is complicit with or resistant to spectacle.  

 

Perspective and disembodied looking 

The origins of western scenography are bound up with scenic verisimilitude and 

techniques of perspective have been instrumental in that development. Vitruvius, a Roman 

architect who recorded his studies of Greek theatre in De Architectura in 27 BCE describes 

scene painting practices that used the idea of lines radiating from a fixed point to make 

painted buildings seem to have three dimensions; けwhat is figured upon vertical and plane 

ゲ┌ヴa;IWゲ I;ﾐ ゲWWﾏ デﾗ ヴWIWSW ｷﾐ ﾗﾐW ヮ;ヴデ ;ﾐS ヮヴﾗﾃWIデ ｷﾐ ;ﾐﾗデｴWヴげ ふVｷデruvius 1914). However, it 
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is in the (re)inventioniii of perspective in fifteenth century Italy, where the use of perspective 

in  the theatre developed into elaborate painted scenery and perspectival scenic 

constructions that perspective emerges as a scopic regime. Renaissance perspective was not 

ゲｷﾏヮﾉ┞ ; デWIｴﾐｷケ┌W ﾗa ┗Wヴｷゲｷﾏｷﾉｷデ┌SW H┌デ ; SWﾏﾗﾐゲデヴ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW けﾏﾗSWヴﾐ ゲIｷWﾐデｷaｷI ┘ﾗヴﾉS 

┗ｷW┘げ (Bleeker 2008: 12) ;aデWヴ デｴW けヴWﾉｷｪｷﾗ┌ゲ ┌ﾐSWヴヮｷﾐﾐｷﾐｪゲげ ふJ;┞ 1988: 6) of the medieval 

┘ﾗヴﾉS ｴ;S HWWﾐ Sｷゲヮﾉ;IWSく AﾉHWヴデｷげゲ デｴWﾗヴｷゲ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗W ｷﾐ ヮ;ｷﾐデｷﾐｪが Di Pittura,1435, 

offered a new approach to the representation of space that drew on geometrical and 

scientific understanding: 

The basic device was the idea of symmetrical visual pyramids or cones with one of 

their apexes the receding vanishing or centric point in the painting, the other the eye 

of the painter or the beholder. The transparent window that was the canvas, in 

AﾉHWヴデｷげゲ a;mous metaphor, could be understood as a flat mirror reflecting the 

geometricalized space radiating out from the viewing eye (Jay 1988: 6-7). 

Importantly, this rationalised and objectified view of space reflects the view from a single 

eye, fixed and unblinking, and does not replicate our physiological, binocular vison that 

moves in jumps between focal points iv. This abstracted and disembodied viewpoint has 

been widely associated with Rene DWゲI;ヴデWゲげゲ ｷSW;ゲ ;Hﾗ┌デ デhe dominance of the mind in 

determining the nature of things and this けC;ヴデWゲｷ;ﾐげ ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗W has been taken by many to 

be the determining concept of vision in the modern era (Jay 1988: 3 に 5). Cartesian 

perspectivalism has seemed to offer an objective and truthful view of the world. Even 

デｴﾗ┌ｪｴ デｴWヴW ｷゲ ; けa┌ﾐS;ﾏWﾐデ;ﾉ SｷゲIヴWヮ;ﾐI┞げ ふP;ﾐﾗaゲﾆ┞ 1991 [1927]: 31) between our actual 

experience of seeing and the way that vision is constructed in Cartesian perspectivalism, this 

ﾏﾗSWﾉ ｴ;ゲ けヮWヴ┗;SWS ﾗ┌ヴ IﾗﾐIWヮデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW ┗ｷゲｷHﾉW ┘ﾗヴﾉSげ ;ﾐS W┝ヮﾉ;ｷﾐゲ ｴﾗ┘ けﾗ┌ヴ ゲWﾐゲWゲ ;ヴW 

cultured to perceive certain privileged modes of representation as more natural, real, 

ﾗHﾃWIデｷ┗Wが ﾗヴ Iﾗﾐ┗ｷﾐIｷﾐｪ デｴ;ﾐ ﾗデｴWヴゲげ ふBﾉWWﾆWヴ 2008: 13).  

It has been pointed out by several theatre scholars that a particular problem with 

the realisation of a perspective effect in the theatre is the physical placement of viewer in 

theatre.  Richard Southern notes that there is only one place where the view completes the 

effect ﾗa ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗W ゲIWﾐWヴ┞ ;ゲ ; けヴW;ﾉげ ゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴW ;ﾐS not just a painting (Southern 1962: 

231). Marvin Carlson says this place was ﾉﾗI;デWS ;ゲ デｴW ヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐ aヴﾗﾏ ┘ｴｷIｴ デｴW けゲヮﾗﾐゲﾗヴｷﾐｪ 
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ヮヴｷﾐIWげ ┘;ゲ ゲW;デWS ふC;ヴﾉゲﾗﾐ 1993: 137). From his elevated central positionv the prince was 

provided with a clear view of the stage and his subjects at the same time as he himself 

HWI;ﾏW デｴW け┗ｷゲ┌;ﾉ ;ﾐIｴﾗヴ aﾗヴ デｴW ゲデ;ｪW ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗Wげく TｴW ﾉWゲゲ ヮヴｷ┗ｷﾉWｪWS ゲヮWIデ;デﾗヴゲが 

ﾏW;ﾐ┘ｴｷﾉWが ｴ;S けimaginatively to correct their distorted view of that city by calculating their 

spatial (and thus social) distance from thW S┌ﾆWげゲ ヮWヴaWIデ ┗ｷW┘げ ふC;ヴﾉゲﾗﾐ 1993: 140). 

Perspective scenery (and the theatres that were built to house it) can be seen to act as 

endorsement of the dominant social order. Idealised and elegantly abstracted, the spectator 

in this model of vision is disciplined to perceive the artifice as rational, objective and natural. 

In other ways, too, perspective scenery fits well with readings of Cartesian 

perspectivalism, especially those that see it as complicit with commodification of art and 

enabling capitalist exchange (Jay 1988: 9). Renaissance practice signals a commodification of 

the scenographic and its capacity to demonstrate wealth and power through the costly 

material and labour it required. The many publications that circulated across Europe 

showing theatre designs by artists such as Sebastiano Serlio and Nicola Sabbattini meant 

that the practice of perspective scenery could be replicated and adopted by those who 

possessed the considerable capital resource that it required (see Christopher Baugh, 

forthcoming).  

Perspectivalism in the theatre is associated not just with the way scenery is 

IﾗﾐIWｷ┗WS H┌デ ┘ｷデｴ デｴW ┘ｴﾗﾉW ;ヮヮ;ヴ;デ┌ゲ ﾗa デｴW ;┌Sｷデﾗヴｷ┌ﾏく ‘ｷIｴ;ヴS W;ｪﾐWヴげゲ FWゲデゲヮｷWﾉｴ;┌ゲ 

at Bayreuth is a renowned example that sought デﾗ ゲデヴ┌Iデ┌ヴW ;ﾐS Iﾗﾐデヴﾗﾉ デｴW ;┌SｷWﾐIWげゲ 

vision so that their full attention was given to the work on stage. The fan shape of the 

steeply-raked, single-sweep auditorium with no balconies or boxes combined with a double 

proscenium was aimed at achieving an unimpeded view of a scene that separates the stage. 

The darkness of the auditorium and the orchestra hidden from view, by means of a curved 

canopy over the pit, further enhanced the effect of the brightly lit stage as the sole focus of 

デｴW ;┌SｷWﾐIWげゲ ;デデWﾐデｷﾗﾐく The arrangement and positioning of the viewer was calculated in 

ゲ┌Iｴ ; ┘;┞ デｴ;デ けデｴW ゲヮWIデ;デﾗヴ ┘ﾗ┌ﾉS HW W┝Iﾉ┌ゲｷ┗Wﾉ┞ ヮヴWﾗII┌ヮｷWS ┘ｷデｴ デｴW ゲヮWIデ;IﾉWげ ふCヴ;ヴ┞ 

2001: 252). Wagner aimed to create the illusion of a stage that was distant whilst the people 

;ヮヮW;ヴｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐ ｷデ け;ヴW ﾗa ゲ┌ヮWヴｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐ ゲデ;デ┌ヴWげ ふCヴ;ヴ┞ ヲヰヰヱぎ ヲヵヱ aくﾐく ヲヴΓぶく The spectators in this 
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arrangement are absorbed and dominated by the stage scene and by the single vision of the 

director to which the scenography is subordinated.  

Looking in W;ｪﾐWヴげゲ デｴW;デヴW seems to be the epitome of a perspectival model where 

the spectator is disciplined to defer to the transcendental image. This reinforces the idea of 

scenography operating within a scopic regime based on disembodied deception. Yet even in 

the Renaissance period there is evidence that looking at scenography has the potential to 

play on the relationship between an idealised depiction and quotidian experience. Fabio 

Finotti who has studied eye-witness accounts from the Italian Renaissance says the appeal 

of perspective scenery lay in the way it connected the daily lives of spectators with the 

idealised and fictionalised scene. The combination of architectonic and painted scenery 

meant the loss of an imaginary boundary between the theatrical space and reality. As a 

IﾗﾐゲWケ┌WﾐIWが けデｴW ゲIWﾐW HWIﾗﾏWゲ デｴW IWﾐデWヴ aﾗヴ ｷﾐデWヴヮﾉ;┞ HWデ┘WWﾐ ヴW;ﾉｷデ┞ ;ﾐS aｷIデｷﾗﾐ デｴ;デ 

a┌ゲWゲ デｴW ゲヮ;IW ﾗII┌ヮｷWS H┞ デｴW ゲヮWIデ;デﾗヴゲ ┘ｷデｴ デｴ;デ ﾗa デｴW ;Iデﾗヴゲげ ふFｷﾐﾗデデｷ ヲヰヱヰぎ ヲΑぶく  

Bernadino Prosperi, a contemporary witness of a 1508 performance of Cassaria at 

FWヴヴ;ヴ; ゲ;┞ゲ けデｴW HWゲデ ヮ;ヴデげ ﾗa デｴW ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW ┘WヴW デｴW ゲIWﾐWゲ ふH┞ PWﾉﾉWｪヴｷﾐﾗ S; USｷﾐWぶ 

which  

ぐIﾗﾐゲｷゲデWS ﾗa ; ゲデヴWWデ ;ﾐS ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗;ﾉ ┗ｷW┘ ﾗa ﾉ;ﾐS ┘ｷデｴ ｴﾗ┌ゲWゲが Iｴ┌ヴIｴWゲが HWﾉﾉ 

towers, and gardens, rendered with such diversity as to leave the viewer unsatiated; 

all this contrived with such ingenuity and skill that I doubt it will be discarded, but 

rather preserved for later use. (cited in Finotti 2010: 30) 

Another eye witness is Baldassar CastiglioﾐW ┘ｴﾗ ゲ;┘ ; ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW ﾗa BｷHHｷWﾐ;げゲ Calandria 

in Urbino in 1513. He writes: 

 

Moreover, the scene gave the illusion of a beautiful city with streets, palaces, 

churches, towers, and real streets, each of which appeared in relief, being enhanced 

further by fine painting and well-ヴWﾐSWヴWS ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗WぐCWヴデ;ｷﾐ ;ヴW;ゲ ┘WヴW ;SﾗヴﾐWS 

with illusive glass of precious stones that looked absolutely genuine, freestanding 

illusive marble figures. (cited in Finotti 2010: 37) 

Prosperi says he is ﾉWaデ け┌ﾐゲ;デｷ;デWSげが ┘ｴｷIｴ suｪｪWゲデゲ デｴ;デ ｴW ｴ;ゲ HWWﾐ けI;ヮデ┌ヴWS H┞ ｷﾏ;ｪWゲげ ｷﾐ 

デｴW ﾐWｪ;デｷ┗W ゲWﾐゲW デｴ;デ ゲヮWIデ;IﾉW ｷゲ ゲ;ｷS デﾗ ヮヴﾗS┌IW ふ‘;ﾐIｷXヴW ヲヰヰΑぎ ヲΑヲぶく C;ゲデｷｪﾉｷﾗﾐWげゲ 
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account, though, makes it clear that he is knowingly complicit in the scenic illusion. These 

accounts seem to be evidence of a complex interaction between vision and visuality that 

complicate the regime of Cartesian perspectivalism; rather than a single and totalising 

image working on a passive and disembodied spectator, the scene here is registered as けぐ; 

fluid network of interrelationships between relief and profundity, architectonic mass and 

pictorial vertigo, order and motion, centrality and centrifugal explosion, reality and scenic 

aｷIデｷﾗﾐげ ふFｷﾐﾗデデｷ ヲヰヱヰぎ ンヲ に 33). In this reading, the visual experience appears to anticipate 

other models of vision, particularly, as we shall see, ┘ｴ;デ J;┞ I;ﾉﾉゲ デｴW けH;ヴﾗケ┌Wげく So whilst 

the craft and skill of scenographers might have been harnessed to reinforce the illusion of a 

けﾐ;デ┌ヴ;ﾉげ ﾗヴSWヴが ┘W ﾐWWS デﾗ be cautious about the extent to which Cartesian perspectivalism 

was predominant in the theatre either in the Renaissance period or since. 

 

A world of objects 

As one possible alternative, Jay Sヴ;┘ゲ aヴﾗﾏ “┗Wデﾉ;ﾐ; AﾉヮWヴゲげ Hﾗﾗﾆが The Art of 

Describing: Dutch Art in the Seventeenth Century. In contrast to the religious and classical 

themes seen in Italian art, Dutch painting featured landscapes, domestic interior scenes and 

still lives. In doing so, it drew attention to a proliferation of objects, their textures and 

surfaces and the way that light was reflected by them (see Alpers 1983: 44). Furthermore, 

the worlds that are depicted in Dutch painting ;ヴW けﾐﾗデ Iﾗﾐデ;ｷﾐWS WﾐデｷヴWﾉ┞ ┘ｷデｴｷﾐ デｴW aヴ;ﾏWげ 

(Jay 1988: 12). In Italian perspective painting the frame positions the viewer in the place 

that the painter stood, but in Dutch seventeenth-century paintings there is けno clearly 

situated viewerげ ふAﾉヮWヴゲ ヱΓΒンぎヴヴぶ ;ﾐS デｴWｷヴ aヴ;ﾏWゲ ;ヴW け;ヴHｷデヴ;ヴ┞ ;ﾐS ┘ｷデｴﾗ┌デ デｴW デﾗデ;ﾉｷ┣ｷﾐｪ 

function tｴW┞ ゲWヴ┗W ｷﾐ “ﾗ┌デｴWヴﾐ ;ヴデげ: 

Rejecting the privileged, constitutive role of the monocular subject, it emphasizes 

instead the prior existence of a world of objects depicted on the flat canvas, a world 

inSｷaaWヴWﾐデ デﾗ デｴW HWｴﾗﾉSWヴげゲ ヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐ ｷﾐ aヴﾗﾐデ ﾗa ｷデく  ふJ;┞ 1988: 12) 

The model of looking in Dutch painting is underpinned by empiricism rather than the 

rationalism of Cartesian perspectivalismvi and correlates, Jay says, with the philosophy of 

Francis Bacon rather than that of Descartes. Dutch painting lingers, and encourages the 
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viewer デﾗ ﾉｷﾐｪWヴが ﾗﾐ デｴW けaヴ;ｪﾏWﾐデ;ヴ┞が SWデ;ｷﾉWSが ;ﾐS ヴｷIｴﾉ┞ ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;デWS ゲ┌ヴa;IWげ ﾗa ｷデゲ IﾗﾐデWﾐデ 

in a way that suggests that a combination of sense experience and visual interrogation are 

key to understanding the depicted world (1988: 13).  

In the theatre, too, there are indications that a scopic regime based on the 

deployment of objects and on attention to the surface and texture of things were in 

operation, although not necessarily concurrent with that of Dutch paintingvii. The system of 

organising and changing perspective scenery established in Renaissance Italy (see Mohler 

2008) and which was subsequently adopted and perpetuated across court theatres in 

Europe was generally speaking an ordered, symmetrical arrangement of wings leading the 

viW┘Wヴげゲ W┞W デﾗ ; H;IﾆSヴﾗヮ ｷﾐ ; ﾏ;ﾐﾐWヴ デｴ;デ WIｴﾗWゲ デｴW ヮヴｷﾐIｷヮﾉWゲ ﾗa C;ヴデWゲｷ;ﾐ 

perspectivalism.  There were some notable refinements of this basic approach, though, that 

offer further evidence of competing models of vision ;ﾐS ;ﾐ ｷﾐIヴW;ゲｷﾐｪ ｷﾐデWヴWゲデ ｷﾐ けデｴW world 

ﾗa ﾗHﾃWIデゲげ in scenography. PｴｷﾉｷヮヮW SW Lﾗ┌デｴWヴHﾗ┌ヴｪげs scenes in late eighteenth century 

London required asymmetric, heavily profiled wings to accommodate depictions of actual 

places and the detail of objects that might be found in them. A description of his design for 

Omai; or, A Trip Around the World (Covent Garden, London, 1785) runs as follows: 

The scenery is infinitely beyond any designs or paintings the stage has ever 

displayed. To the rational mind, what can be more entertaining than to contemplate 

prospects or countries in their natural colourings and tints . に To bring into living 

action, the customs and manners of different nations! To see exact representations 

of their buildings, marine vessels, arms, manufactures, sacrifices and dress es?  

(cited in Baugh 1990: 47) 

Loutherbourg, a renowned landscape artist as well as a scenographer, was known to have 

recorded the natural sites from first hand observation and translated this into his stage 

productions using both painted and actual light to accentuate the effect of the surface detail 

of the painting. Productions such as The Wonders of Derbyshire (1779) at Drury Lane, 

London, mark, in England at least, a shift away from idealised scenes towards a capturing of 

the material qualities of the real world. However, it is only at the very end of the nineteenth 

IWﾐデ┌ヴ┞ デｴ;デ ; げ┘ﾗヴﾉS ﾗa ﾗHﾃWIデゲげ HWIﾗﾏWs a significant model of vision in the theatre.   
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In his preface to Miss Julie (1888), August Strindberg registers his dissatisfaction with 

the gap between representation and actuality exemplified by ゲデ;ｪW Sﾗﾗヴゲ デｴ;デ け;ヴW ﾏ;SW ﾗa 

I;ﾐ┗;ゲ ;ﾐS ゲ┘;┞ ;デ デｴW ゲﾉｷｪｴデWゲデ デﾗ┌Iｴげく He is calling for a new approach to design that is 

drawn from empirical experience: 

ぐnothing is more difficult than making a room on stage resemble a real room, no 

matter how easy the scene painter finds it to create erupting volcanoes and 

waterfalls. Even if the walls have to be of canvas, it is surely time to stop painting 

shelves and kitchen utensils on them. There are so many other stage conventions in 

which we are asked to believe that we might be spared the effort of believing in 

painted saucepans. (Strindberg 1888) 

Alongside a desire that scenography should pay more attention to the characteristics and 

behaviours of the material world, Strindberg, like the Dutch painters before him, also 

recognises, the effect of using け;ゲ┞ﾏﾏWデヴ┞ ;ﾐS IヴﾗヮヮWS aヴ;ﾏｷﾐｪげ in order to leave the 

┗ｷW┘Wヴ けaヴWW デﾗ IﾗﾐﾃWIデ┌ヴWげく Strindberg, though, credits Impressionist painting, not Dutch 

seventeenth century art, as his inspiration. What is significant here is the way the spectator 

is given room to reflect on what is left out of the scene as well as what is included. 

Strindberg doesn't advocate the reconstruction of real rooms, simply sufficient attention to 

actual experience of the material world so as engage and activate the imagination of the 

audience. 

Konstantin “デ;ﾐｷゲﾉ;┗ゲﾆ┞げs use of authentic objectsviii in his productions might also be 

considered as part of an empirical approach to seeing. Fﾗヴ デｴW ヱΓヰヱ ヮヴﾗS┌Iデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa CｴWﾆｴﾗ┗げゲ 

Three Sisters at the Moscow Art Theatre, the designer Viktor Simov located commonplace 

objects to reflWIデ けデｴW ヮﾗﾐSWヴﾗ┌ゲ ヮWデデｷﾐWゲゲ ﾗa ヮヴﾗ┗ｷﾐIｷ;ﾉ ﾉｷaWげ ふ“WﾐWﾉｷIﾆ ヱΓΓΓぎ ヶヰぶく TｴWゲW 

objects included: 

a damask tablecloth, provincial wallpaper, yellowed painted floors, a threadbare 

Turkoman carpet, a cuckoo clock that was slow to strike and then counted out the 

time hurriedly, as if embarrassed. (Senelick 1999: 61) 

The scenography evoked the daily life of the middle classes through particular details of the 

colour and texture and the wear and tear of real objects. It was intended to appeal directly 
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to audiences who, through the medium of the objects, would be able recognise their own 

lives in the one that was being depicted on the stage. TｴW HWSヴﾗﾗﾏ ｷﾐ AIデ ン ┘;ゲ けIﾉ┌デデWヴWS 

┘ｷデｴ a┌ヴﾐｷデ┌ヴWが ;ﾐS ぷｴ;Sへ ﾉｷデデﾉW ;ヮヮ;ヴWﾐデ ;ヴIｴｷデWIデ┌ヴ;ﾉ ｴ;ヴﾏﾗﾐ┞げ ふGﾗデデﾉｷWH ヱΓΒ4: 25). The 

wealth of surface details and the apparent lack of pictorial organisation is reminiscent of 

J;┞げゲ B;Iﾗﾐｷ;ﾐ model of vision. The effect is not simply to illustrate the type of house that 

the Prozorov family are living in, but to draw attention to the way that objects are conceived 

as part of fabric of their lives.  Laurence Senelick says that the Aヴデ TｴW;デヴWげゲ aim was 

けケ┌ﾗデｷSｷ;ﾐ ﾏ;デWヴｷ;ﾉｷデ┞げ ヴ;デｴWヴ デｴ;ﾐ けゲWﾉa-ゲ┌aaｷIWﾐデ Sｷゲヮﾉ;┞ゲ ﾗa ヮ;ｷﾐデWヴﾉ┞ デWIｴﾐｷケ┌Wげ ふ“WﾐWﾉｷIﾆ 

1999: 80) but this overlooks the potential of objects to evoke feeling as well as simply 

describe. These particular objects were considered by Simov to be capable of evoking a 

ヮ;ヴデｷI┌ﾉ;ヴ ﾏｷﾉｷW┌ ┘ｴWヴW けIﾗﾉﾗ┌ヴゲ a;SWが デｴﾗ┌ｪｴデゲ HWIﾗﾏW SWH;ゲWSが WﾐWヴｪ┞ ｪWデゲ ゲﾏﾗデｴWヴWS ｷﾐ 

a dressing-gown, ardour is ゲデｷaﾉWS H┞ ; ｴﾗ┌ゲWIﾗ;デが デ;ﾉWﾐデ SヴｷWゲ ┌ヮ ﾉｷﾆW ; ヮﾉ;ﾐデ ┘ｷデｴﾗ┌デ ┘;デWヴげ 

(Simov quoted in Gottlieb 1984: 24). The affective potential of real objects and materials  

marks a significant point in the development of western scenography and the fascination 

with the agentic capacity of apparently inanimate things has been a persistent feature of 

practice since then. 

NﾗﾐWデｴWﾉWゲゲが デｴW ;ヮヮW;ﾉ ﾗa ; け┘ﾗヴﾉS ﾗa ﾗHﾃWIデゲげ can seem superficial. The delight in 

ﾗHﾃWIデゲ ;ﾐS デｴW け┗;ﾉﾗヴｷ┣;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ﾏ;デWヴｷ;ﾉ ゲ┌ヴa;IWゲげ ｷﾐ D┌デIｴ ヮ;ｷﾐting is a representation of 

the けaWデｷゲｴｷゲﾏ ﾗa IﾗﾏﾏﾗSｷデｷWゲげ that serves a market economy (Jay 1988: 15).  The  

enthusiasm for Loutherbourgげゲ ゲIWﾐﾗｪヴ;ヮｴｷWゲ, for example, coincides with a period of 

increasing leisure travel and cultural consumption for an expanding bourgeoisie. The appeal 

of the accurate realisation of designs that make reference to actual places , existing 

architectures and the objects and materials that belong with them is still evident in 

contemporary practice. B┌ﾐﾐ┞ CｴヴｷゲデｷWげゲ SWゲ igns for The White Guard (2010) and The Cherry 

Orchard (2011) for the National Theatre, UK, both took inspiration from paintings of 

evocative interiors and from existing buildings and were realised using subtlety and 

variation in colour, texture and translucency to produce and ultra-realistic effect of surface 

texture. However, the discussion of these designs on the National Theatre website focuses 

on the skills of recreation, fetishizing the surface detail and the lifelike replication of it 

rather than exploring their affective potential. 
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But scenic naturalism has been influential, in Western theatre at least, in establishing 

a more profound connection between the look and the action of the environment. Raymond 

Williams explains that: 

In high ﾐ;デ┌ヴ;ﾉｷゲﾏ デｴW ﾉｷ┗Wゲ ﾗa デｴW Iｴ;ヴ;IデWヴゲ ｴ;┗W ゲﾗ;ﾆWS ｷﾐデﾗ デｴWｷヴ Wﾐ┗ｷヴﾗﾐﾏWﾐデぐ 

Moreover, the environment has soaked into the lives. The relations between men 

and things are at a deep level interactive, because what is there physically, as a 

space or means for living, is a whole shaped and shaping social history. (Williams 

1973: 140) 

As far as scenography is concerned, high naturalism goes beyond simply noting the 

inventory of objects on stage and comparing them with real rooms, real places  and begins 

to implicate デｴW ゲヮWIデ;デﾗヴゲげ embodied experience of the material world. In order to 

appreciate the reciprocal way in which fictional lives and their environments are 

intertwined, the spectator is asked to call on their own spatial and tactile memories of the 

experience of objects and of how particular materials and surfaces feel to the touch. Seeing 

the movement of materials, for example in a costume, can trigger embodied understanding 

of the weight of fabric or the effect on the ┘W;ヴWヴげゲ ヮﾗゲデ┌ヴW; noting the marks of wear on a 

piece of furniture can evoke ; ゲヮWIデ;デﾗヴげゲ tactile memory. In this way an intellectual 

appreciation of the characters in their environment is supplemented, enriched and possibly 

even supplanted by visual observation and embodied understanding. So, wｴｷﾉゲデ ; け┘ﾗヴﾉS ﾗa 

ﾗHﾃWIデゲげ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ デﾗ ゲIWﾐﾗｪヴ;ヮｴｷI ゲWWｷﾐｪ is sometimes too bound up with the appearance 

of authentic artefacts, it also contains the possibility of a more profound and embodied 

connection between theatre and the material world. 

 

Palpable visions 

J;┞げs third model of vision is the けbaroqueげ. This he associates with the architecture 

and painting of the Catholic Counter Reformaデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW ゲW┗WﾐデWWﾐデｴ IWﾐデ┌ヴ┞く けIn opposition 

to the lucid, linear, fixed, planimetric, closed form of the Ren;ｷゲゲ;ﾐIWぐデｴW H;ヴﾗケ┌W ┘;ゲ 

painterly, recessional, soft-aﾗI┌ゲWSが ﾏ┌ﾉデｷヮﾉW ;ﾐS ﾗヮWﾐ け(1988: 16). Jay refers to Christine 

Buci-Glucksmannげゲ ;ﾐ;ﾉ┞ゲｷゲ ﾗa デｴW H;ヴﾗケ┌W ;ゲ ; けS;┣┣ﾉｷﾐｪが SｷゲﾗヴｷWﾐデ;デｷﾐｪが WIゲデ;デｷI ゲ┌ヴヮﾉ┌ゲ ﾗa 
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ｷﾏ;ｪWゲげ デｴ;デ ヴWﾃWIデゲ Hﾗデｴ デｴW ｷSW;ﾉｷゲWS ゲヮ;IW ﾗa デｴW C;ヴデWゲｷ;ﾐ デヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS デｴW けa;ｷデｴ ｷﾐ デｴW 

material solidity of the worldげ demonstrated in the Baconian model. The baroque model of 

vision has no single guiding philosophy and, moreover, seems to eschew the idea of 

けｷﾐデWﾉﾉWIデ┌;ﾉ Iﾉ;ヴｷデ┞げ ｷﾐ a;┗ﾗ┌ヴ ﾗa け;ﾐ ｷヴヴWS┌IｷHﾉ┞ ｷﾏ;ｪｷゲデｷIげ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ ふ16- 17). 

This fits well with the idea of scenography as collage of images and effects aimed at 

blending reality and fantasy. Baroque tendencies in scenography might be traced back to 

the end of the Renaissance period and to scenographers such as Inigo Jones who combined 

perspective scenery together with a variety of complex stage machinery and opulent 

costume. Although Jones was influenced and inspired by Renaissance design of the kind 

practiced by Serlio, he departed from a strict adherence to Serlian principles, けaﾉﾗ┌デｷﾐｪ デｴW 

scientific orderliness of the method in order to achieve something more humane and 

W┝ヮヴWゲゲｷ┗Wげ ふOヴヴWﾉﾉ 1988: 239). But, at the same time, the management of the visual 

W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIW ｷﾐ JﾗﾐWゲげ design for court masques, as in other such masques and ceremonies, 

was shaped quite specifically in the service of the wealthy patrons. The extravagance of 

costumes, ingenious changes of scene and astounding effects were a celebration and 

affirmation of the wealth and power of the court (Sawday 2007: 185). Court masques such 

as these harness the dazzling display of the baroque as a metaphor for the magnificence and 

ultimate authority of the court.  

Later, in the English theatre of the mid nineteenth century, when the patrons were 

the theatre going public rather than the nobility, Victorian spectacle offers perhaps a more 

compelling example of the けWIゲデ;デｷIげ baroque. This vivid description of a pantomime 

transformation scene serves as an example of the dazzling imagery that scenography can 

produce: 

Fｷヴゲデ デｴW さｪ;┌┣Wゲざ ﾉｷaデ ゲﾉﾗ┘ﾉ┞ ﾗﾐW HWｴｷﾐS デｴW ﾗデｴWヴ に perhaps the most pleasing of all 

scenic effects に ｪｷ┗ｷﾐｪ ｪﾉｷﾏヮゲWゲ ﾗa さデｴW ‘W;ﾉﾏゲ ﾗa Bﾉｷゲゲがざ ゲWWﾐ Heyond in a tantalising 

fashion. Then is revealed a kind of half-glorified country, clouds and banks, evidently 

concealing much. Always a sort of pathetic and at the same time exultant strain 

ヴｷゲWゲが ;ﾐS ｷデ ヴWヮW;デWS ;ゲ デｴW Iｴ;ﾐｪWゲ ｪﾗ ﾗﾐぐNﾗ┘ ゲﾗﾏW ﾏﾗヴW ﾗa デｴW banks begin to 

part slowly showing realms of light, with a few divine beings に fairies に rising slowly 
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ｴWヴW ;ﾐS デｴWヴWぐTｴ┌ゲ ｷデ ｪﾗWゲ ﾗﾐが デｴW ﾉｷｪｴデゲ ゲデヴW;ﾏｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐ a┌ﾉﾉが ｷﾐ W┗Wヴ┞ Iﾗﾉﾗ┌ヴ ;ﾐS 

from every quarter, in the richest effulgence. (Fitzgerald 1881: 89) 

As with the eye-witness accounts from the fifteenth century, there is a complicity in the 

illusion; the writer combines his understanding of the technologies  being deployed with a 

desire to be transported by the effects. The orientation towards metaphysical and erotic 

SWゲｷヴW aｷデゲ ┘Wﾉﾉ ┘ｷデｴ デｴW H;ヴﾗケ┌W ﾏﾗSWﾉ ┘ｴWヴW けデｴW HﾗS┞ ヴWデ┌ヴﾐゲ デﾗ SWデｴヴﾗﾐW デｴW 

disinterested gaze of the disincarnateS C;ヴデWゲｷ;ﾐ ゲヮWIデ;デﾗヴげ ふJ;┞ ヱΓΒΒ: 18). 

Tｴｷゲ けデｴW;デヴW ﾗa ヮ┌ヴW Sｷ┗Wヴゲｷﾗﾐげ (Gilder cited in Bratton 2003: 9) is exactly the kind of 

デｴW;デヴW W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIW デｴ;デ ┘;ゲ ゲWWﾐ デﾗ ┌ﾐSWヴﾏｷﾐW デｴW;デヴWげゲ ﾏﾗヴW IWヴWHヴ;ﾉ ;ｷﾏs and to attract 

a new kind of spectator, けｪﾉ┌デデﾗﾐﾗ┌ゲぐIﾉ;ﾏﾗ┌ヴﾗ┌ゲが ｷﾉﾉ-bred, uncouthげ (Filon cited in Bratton 

2003: 13). Alongside the cultural and class-based prejudice displayed here, the implication is 

that spectacular scenography crowds out the more edifying experience of attending to 

dramatic literature. This sentiment is reinforced by William Bodham Donne, journalist and 

デｴW;デヴW IWﾐゲﾗヴ ふけE┝;ﾏｷﾐWヴ ﾗa Pﾉ;┞ゲげ ヱΒヵΑ -1874) who mocked the popular Victorian taste for 

けヮ;ﾉヮ;HﾉWげ ┗ｷゲｷﾗﾐゲぎ 

To touch our emotions we need not the imaginatively true but the physically real: 

デｴW ┗ｷゲｷﾗﾐゲ ┘ｴｷIｴ ﾗ┌ヴ ;ﾐIWゲデﾗヴゲ ゲ;┘ ┘ｷデｴ デｴW ﾏｷﾐSげゲ W┞Wが ﾏ┌ゲデ HW WﾏHﾗSｷWS aﾗヴ ┌ゲ ｷﾐ 

ヮ;ﾉヮ;HﾉW aﾗヴﾏゲぐAﾉﾉ ﾏ┌ゲデ HW ﾏ;SW ヮ;ﾉヮ;ble to sight, no less than to feeling: and this 

lack of imagination affects equally both those who enact and those who construct 

the scene. (cited in Booth 2005: 7) 

DﾗﾐﾐW ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデゲ デｴ;デ ゲヮWIデ;I┌ﾉ;ヴ ゲIWﾐﾗｪヴ;ヮｴ┞ ｷﾐｴｷHｷデゲ デｴW ゲヮWIデ;デﾗヴゲげ ｷﾏ;ｪｷﾐ;デｷ┗W 

engagement with the drama and implies that the arousal of emotion and feeling through 

デｴW ┗ｷゲ┌;ﾉ WﾉWﾏWﾐデゲ ｷゲ ; Sｷゲデヴ;Iデｷﾗﾐ aヴﾗﾏ デｴW;デヴWげゲ ヮヴﾗヮWヴ ヮ┌ヴヮﾗゲWく DﾗﾐﾐWげゲ ┗ｷW┘ゲ HWﾉﾗﾐｪ to 

a longstanding line of criticism of the visual in Western theatre where the text is privileged 

over the visual (Kennedy 1993:5). The popular taste for spectacular scenography has also 

been seen as evidence of its lack of artistic worth (Bratton 2003: 14 -15) and the sensuous 

appeal that the baroque makes to the whole body further compounds this idea of popular 

spectacle as vulgar or decadent and quite distinct from the values claimed by the dramatic 

theatre. 
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However, contemporary postmodernist and postdramatic theatre exhibits a much 

more favourable view of the scenographic baroque. Hans-Thies Lehmann, in recognising the 

ｷﾏヮﾗヴデ;ﾐIW ﾗa ‘ﾗHWヴデ Wｷﾉゲﾗﾐげゲ ┘ﾗヴﾆが ゲ;┞ゲ ｷデ ｷゲ ヮ;ヴデ ﾗa ; デヴ;Sｷデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴ;デ ｷﾐIﾉ┌SWゲ けH;ヴﾗケ┌W 

デｴW;デヴW WaaWIデゲげ, けJ;IﾗHW;ﾐ ﾏ;ゲケ┌Wゲげ ;ﾐS けVictorian ゲヮWIデ;IﾉWげ where けthe phenomenon has 

priority over the narrative, the effect of the image precedence over the individual actor, and 

IﾗﾐデWﾏヮﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗ┗Wヴ ｷﾐデWヴヮヴWデ;デｷﾗﾐくげ Iﾐ Wｷﾉゲﾗﾐげゲ デｴW;デヴW ｷデ ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ ﾃ┌ゲデ ゲデ;デｷI ｷﾏ;ｪWゲ デｴ;デ ;ヴW 

the focus for spectators, but the metamorphosis of images, often accentuated by the slow 

speed at which they occur. This creates ; ゲヮ;IW ﾗa ┗ｷゲ┌;ﾉ けデヴ;ﾐゲｷデｷﾗﾐゲが ;ﾏHｷｪ┌ｷデｷWs and 

IﾗヴヴWゲヮﾗﾐSWﾐIWゲげ ふLWｴﾏ;ﾐﾐ ヲヰヰヶぎ Βヰぶく Wｷﾉゲﾗﾐげs work, ﾉｷﾆW J;┞げゲ SWゲｷｪﾐ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa デｴW H;ヴﾗケ┌W 

is けｷヴヴWS┌IｷHﾉ┞ ｷﾏ;ｪｷゲデｷIげく Iデ ヴWケ┌ｷヴWゲ デｴW ゲヮWIデ;デﾗヴ デﾗ W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIW ┘ｴ;デ ｷゲ ;Iデ┌;ﾉﾉ┞ ｴ;ヮヮWﾐｷﾐｪ 

on the stage and frustrates attempts to offer clear readings or narrative unties. Wｷﾉゲﾗﾐげゲ 

scenography, along with the scenographies created by artists such as Richard Foreman, 

Heiner Goebbels and Societas Raffaello Sanzio (and many others besides) employ an 

;H┌ﾐS;ﾐIW ﾗa ┗ｷゲ┌;ﾉ ｷﾏ;ｪWゲ デｴ;デ W┝ヮWIデ ゲヮWIデ;デﾗヴゲ デﾗ けヮﾗゲデヮﾗﾐWげ ﾏW;ﾐｷﾐｪ ┘ｴｷﾉゲデ デｴW┞ ;デデWﾐS 

デﾗ ; IﾗﾐｪﾉﾗﾏWヴ;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa けゲWﾐゲﾗヴ┞ ｷﾏヮヴWゲゲｷﾗﾐゲげ ふLWｴﾏ;ﾐﾐ ヲヰヰΒぎ ΒΑぶく Lehmann gestures 

towards a phenomenological basis of postdramatic theatrical perception, but he does not 

pursue this; his focus, instead, is on the forms and compositional structures of postdramatic 

work where spatial, temporal and material structures displace dramatic texts. However, he 

SﾗWゲ ﾏ;ﾆW ｷデ IﾉW;ヴ デｴ;デ デｴW ゲWﾐゲﾗヴ┞ ｷﾏヮヴWゲゲｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa ヮﾗゲデSヴ;ﾏ;デｷI け┗ｷゲ┌;ﾉ Sヴ;ﾏ;デ┌ヴｪ┞げ  has 

デ┌ヴﾐWS デｴW ゲデ;ｪW ｷﾐデﾗ けデｴW ;ヴWﾐ; ﾗa ヴWaﾉWIデｷﾗﾐ ﾗﾐ デｴW ゲヮWIデ;デﾗヴゲげ ;Iデ ﾗa ゲWWｷﾐｪげく ‘;デｴWヴ デｴ;ﾐ 

け;H;ﾐSﾗﾐｷﾐｪ ﾗﾐWゲWﾉa デﾗ デｴW aﾉﾗ┘ ﾗa ﾐ;ヴヴ;デｷﾗﾐげが ゲヮWIデators are invited to involve themselves 

ｷﾐ ; S┞ﾐ;ﾏｷI ;ﾐS けIﾗﾐゲデヴ┌Iデｷ┗W Iﾗ-producing of the total audio-visual complex of the 

デｴW;デヴWげ ふLWｴﾏ;ﾐﾐ ヲヰヰΒぎ ヱヵΑぶく  

This co-construction ｷゲ ;ﾐ ;Iデｷ┗W Wﾐｪ;ｪWﾏWﾐデ ┘ｷデｴ デｴW ┗ｷゲ┌;ﾉ ;ﾐS ｷゲ ;デ ﾗSSゲ ┘ｷデｴ J;┞げゲ 

claims that the H;ヴﾗケ┌W けｪWﾐWヴ;デWゲ ﾗﾐﾉ┞ ;ﾉﾉWｪﾗヴｷWゲ ﾗa ﾗHゲI┌ヴｷデ┞ ;ﾐS ﾗヮ;Iｷデ┞げ ふJ;┞ ヱΓΒΒぎ ヱΒぶく  

Whilst an active reflection on the process of viewing in postdramatic performance does not 

necessarily lead to clear-cut messages,  the material phenomena of the stage are, 

nonetheless, the means by which spectators are able to access potential meanings or 

けIﾗﾐIヴWデWが ゲWﾐゲ┌ﾗ┌ゲﾉ┞ ｷﾐデWﾐゲｷaｷWS perceptibilityげ ふLWｴﾏ;ﾐﾐ ヲヰヰΒぎ ΓΓぶく TｴW ゲヮWIデ;デﾗヴげゲ HﾗS┞ ｷゲ 

significant as part of the way in which the visual might be understood; not simply as a 

representation of the world, but as a material and spatial environment within which 
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awareness and understanding can be triggered. In order to pursue the idea of the 

ゲヮWIデ;デﾗヴげゲ HﾗS┞ ;ゲ ヮ;ヴデ ﾗa デｴW ヮヴﾗIWゲゲ ﾗa ┗ｷゲ┌;ﾉ ヮWヴIWヮデｷﾗﾐ I ┘;ﾐデ デﾗ ヮヴﾗヮﾗゲW ; further 

model; one of embodied spectatorship. 

 

Embodied spectatorship 

E;Iｴ ﾗa J;┞げゲ デｴヴWW models figures the body of the spectator differently; in Cartesian 

ヮWヴゲヮWIデｷ┗;ﾉｷゲﾏ デｴW ゲヮWIデ;デﾗヴげゲ actual body is dismissed and replaced with a disembodied 

monocular view; in the Baconianが け┘ﾗヴﾉS ﾗa ﾗHﾃWIデゲげ model the sensory, tactile experience of 

the viewing body is summoned up through the detailed observation of visual surfaces; in the 

baroque model the body of spectator is stimulated or disorientated by an abundance of 

visual material. With each model the engagement of body ;ﾐS けデｴW I;ヴﾐ;ﾉ SWﾐゲｷデ┞ ﾗa デｴW 

ﾗHゲWヴ┗Wヴげ ふCヴ;ヴ┞ ヱΓΒΒぎ ヴンぶ becomes more apparent. But none of them encompass the idea 

of a fully けWﾏHﾗSｷWSげ ゲヮWIデ;デﾗヴ, that is, a spectator that is positioned as Maurice Merleau-

Pﾗﾐデ┞ ゲ;┞ゲが ┘ｷデｴｷﾐ けデｴW ┘Wｷｪｴデが デｴW デｴｷIﾆﾐWゲゲが デｴW aﾉWゲｴ ﾗa W;Iｴ Iﾗﾉﾗヴが ﾗa W;Iｴ ゲﾗ┌nd, of each 

tactile textureげ ふMerleau Ponty 1968: 114). F┌ヴデｴWﾏﾗヴWが J;┞げゲ デｴヴWW ﾏﾗSWﾉゲ ;ヴW ヮヴWSｷI;デWS 

on the idea that the act of spectatorship is determined by the artwork and the historical, 

discursive and social conditions within which it was produced and this tends to assume a 

ヮ;ゲゲｷ┗W ゲヮWIデ;デﾗヴく E┗Wﾐ デｴﾗ┌ｪｴ デｴWヴW ;ヴW ;ヮヮW;ﾉゲ デﾗ デｴW ゲヮWIデ;デﾗヴげゲ HﾗS┞ デｴ;デ HWｪｷﾐ デﾗ 

admit the possibility of a more reflective and inter;Iデｷ┗W ヴWゲヮﾗﾐゲW デﾗ ;ﾐ ;ヴデ┘ﾗヴﾆが J;┞げゲ 

models do not account for the kind of co-constructive experience of contemporary theatre 

that Lehmann describes.   

In film studies, however, Vivian Sobchack has articulated an embodied and 

phenomenological approach to spectatorship that extends Merleau-Pﾗﾐデ┞げゲ ｷSW; デｴ;デ デｴW 

body is a material object among all the other objects in the world (Merleau-Ponty 2001: 

236). Sobchack proposes that what filmmaker, viewer and the film itself have in common is 

aﾐ けWﾏHﾗSｷWS W┝ｷゲデWﾐIW ぷデｴ;デへ ｷﾐaﾉWIデゲ ;ﾐS ヴWaﾉWIデゲ デｴW ┘ﾗヴﾉS ;ゲ ;ﾉ┘;┞ゲ ;ﾉヴW;S┞ ゲｷｪﾐｷaｷI;ﾐデげ 

(Sobchack 1992: 12). This position recognises the physiological nature of encarnated vision 

and the interconnection of visual and other senses ix  and it reinforces the idea of vision as an 

active interplay of a seeing body and material world within which it is placed (Sobchack 
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1992: 25). Merleau-Pﾗﾐデ┞ ヮヴﾗヮﾗゲWゲ デｴ;デ ; けゲデヴ;ﾐｪW ゲ┞ゲデWﾏげ ﾗa W┝Iｴ;ﾐｪWゲ ﾗII┌ヴゲ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ デｴW 

correspondences between things looking and the thing being looked at. In the case of 

ヮ;ｷﾐデｷﾐｪゲが aﾗヴ W┝;ﾏヮﾉWが けQ┌;ﾉｷデ┞が ﾉｷｪｴデが Iﾗﾉﾗ┌ヴが SWヮデｴが ┘ｴｷIｴ ;ヴW デｴWヴW HWaﾗヴW ┌ゲが ;ヴW デｴWヴW 

ﾗﾐﾉ┞ HWI;┌ゲW デｴW┞ ;┘;ﾆWﾐ ;ﾐ WIｴﾗ ｷﾐ ﾗ┌ヴ HﾗSｷWゲ ;ﾐS HWI;┌ゲW デｴW HﾗS┞ ┘WﾉIﾗﾏWゲ デｴWﾏげ 

(Merleau-Ponty 1993: 125). 

This is different from the scopic regimes reviewed so far, where the artwork and the 

materialist conditions of its production are taken to shape the act of viewing. Here the act of 

seeing is co-constructive with the thing being seen; the embodied spectator is positioned in 

a dialogic exchange with the artwork. Like Rancièreげゲ  emancipated spectator, the embodied 

spectator is engaged in a ヮヴﾗIWゲゲ ﾗa ﾏ;ﾆｷﾐｪ ゲWﾐゲW ﾗa デｴW ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW けデｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ ;ﾐ 

┌ﾐヮヴWSｷIデ;HﾉW ;ﾐS ｷヴヴWS┌IｷHﾉW ヮﾉ;┞ ﾗa ;ゲゲﾗIｷ;デｷﾗﾐゲ ;ﾐS Sｷゲ;ゲゲﾗIｷ;デｷﾗﾐゲげ ふRancière 279). But 

デｴW ヮヴﾗIWゲゲ ﾗa けﾏ;ﾆｷﾐｪ ゲWﾐゲWげ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ WﾏHﾗSｷWS ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ﾐWWSゲ デﾗ HW ┌ﾐSWヴゲデﾗﾗS ｷﾐ ; 

very different way than Rancière suggests. Rancièreげゲ spectators are translators who 

appropriate the material they can associate with and turn it into their own s tory; images are 

understood by being turned into words (280) whereas an embodied model of spectatorship 

engages with the materials themselves. It proceeds from Merleau-Pﾗﾐデ┞げゲ ヮｴｷﾉﾗゲﾗヮｴ┞ デｴ;デ 

ﾗ┌ヴ Iﾗﾐデ;Iデ ┘ｷデｴ デｴW ┘ﾗヴﾉS ｷゲ けヮヴW-ヴWaﾉWIデｷ┗Wげ ;ﾐS ｷゲ け; function of all our sensory, motor, and 

;aaWIデｷ┗W I;ヮ;IｷデｷWゲげ ;ゲ ┘Wﾉﾉ ;ゲ ﾗ┌ヴ ｷﾐデWﾉﾉWIデ┌;ﾉ I;ヮ;Iｷデ┞ (Crowther 1993: 102-103) and this  

accounts for the けゲWﾐゲ┌ﾗ┌ゲﾉ┞ ｷﾐデWﾐゲｷaｷWS ヮWヴIWヮデｷHｷﾉｷデ┞げ デｴ;デ LWｴﾏ;ﾐﾐ SWゲIヴｷHWゲ ふヲヰヰΒぎ ΓΓぶく  

Like film spectatorship, scenographic spectatorship that takes account of the sensory and 

material dimension offers a model of embodied seeing and an actively engaged spectator. A 

phenomenological and embodied account of seeing explains how the palpability of vision is 

the basis of aesthetic experience. 

 

It also opens up the possibility that scenographic materials might have agentic 

capacity in themselves. In the historical examples of scenography I have referred to so far, 

the assumption might be that the scenography is activated, given purpose, by human 

agents, principally the performers; stage objects are mere けヮヴﾗヮゲげ for actors, stage 

environments are illustrative fictional spaces for characters who are agents. But as I hope is 

clear by now, scenographic materials always have the capacity to act on us directly and 
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bodily as well as signify social and cultural meaning. Embodied spectatorship brings this 

capacity to the fore and allows that, within an emergent, co-creative process of perception, 

scenography itself has agency.  

Erika Fischer-Lichte says that contemporary performance does not try to control and 

discipline audiences in the way that it once seemed to do. Instead it pursues an aesthetic of 

け;┌デﾗヮﾗｷWゲｷゲげ ふ2008: ンΓぶ デｴ;デ ﾗヮWヴ;デWゲ デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ デｴW けaWWSH;Iﾆ ﾉﾗﾗヮげ ふンΒぶ HWデ┘WWﾐ デｴW 

performer and spectator. This is particularly apparent where traditional relationships 

between performers and audience are set aside and roles become blurred, for example in 

found spaces or けゲﾗIｷ;ﾉﾉ┞-ｷﾐデWｪヴ;デWS ﾉﾗI;デｷﾗﾐゲげ ふヵンぶ. In these instances it is apparent that the 

ゲヮ;IW ｷデゲWﾉa ｷゲ ;ﾐ ;Iデｷ┗W ヮ;ヴデ ﾗa デｴW けゲWﾉa-generating and ever-changing autopoietic feedback 

ﾉﾗﾗヮげ ふヵヰぶく But autopoiesis is activated not only inter-subjectively, but between human 

spectators and the performance environment. Between the space of performance, the 

performers ;ﾐS デｴW ゲヮWIデ;デﾗヴ デｴW け;デﾏﾗゲヮｴWヴWげ ﾗa デｴW ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;ﾐIW ｷゲ aﾗヴﾏWS ふヱヱヶぶく 

According to Gernot Böhme, atmospheres establish the basis of aesthetic and perceptual 

experience and they come about due デﾗ デｴW けecstasy of デｴｷﾐｪゲげ. The properties of things 

(form, extension, volume colour, smell, sound) Sﾗﾐげデ ﾃ┌ゲデ ゲｷﾏヮﾉ┞ SWaｷﾐW デｴW ヮ;ヴ;ﾏWデWヴゲ ﾗa 

things as objects but radiate outwards. A property such as the form of a thing can exert けan 

external effect. It radiates as it were into the environment, takes away the homogeneity of 

the surrounding space and fills it with tensiﾗﾐゲ ;ﾐS ゲ┌ｪｪWゲデｷﾗﾐゲ ﾗa ﾏﾗ┗WﾏWﾐデげ (Böhme 1993: 

121). On a bodily level, the ecstasy of things provokes sensual impressions that are 

け┌ﾉデｷﾏ;tely incommensurable with linguistic expression and only very inadequately 

SWゲIヴｷH;HﾉWげ ┞Wデ デｴW┞ aﾗヴﾏ デｴW H;ゲｷゲ ﾗa ┌ﾐSWヴゲデ;ﾐSｷﾐｪ ┘ｴWヴW デｴW ヮWヴIWｷ┗WS ﾗHﾃWIデ デヴｷｪｪWヴゲ 

;ゲゲﾗIｷ;デｷﾗﾐゲ ;ﾐS HWIﾗﾏWゲ けｷﾐデWヴﾉｷﾐﾆWS ┘ｷデｴ ｷSW;ゲが ﾏWﾏﾗヴｷWゲが ゲWﾐゲ;デｷﾗﾐゲ ;ﾐS Wﾏﾗデｷﾗﾐゲげ 

(Fischer-Lichte 2008: 142).  

“ｷﾐIW デｴW ヮ┌HﾉｷI;デｷﾗﾐ ﾗa け“IﾗヮｷI ‘WｪｷﾏWゲ ﾗa MﾗSWヴﾐｷデ┞げが M;ヴデｷﾐ J;┞ ｴ;ゲ ﾉ;ﾏWﾐデWS 

what he sees as the displacement of spectatorial distance with the titillating and vertiginous 

pleasure of sensorial overload. In contemporary culture (films, performance art, fairground 

ヴｷSWゲ ;ﾐS W┝ｴｷHｷデｷﾗﾐゲぶ ｴW ゲWWゲ ; けﾆｷﾐ;WゲデｴWデｷI ヴWｪｷﾏW H;ゲWS ﾗﾐ ヴ;ヮデ┌ヴﾗ┌ゲ ゲデｷﾏ┌ﾉ;デｷﾗﾐ ;ﾐS 

ヮ;ヴデｷIｷヮ;デﾗヴ┞ ｷﾏﾏWSｷ;I┞げ ふヲヰヰンぎ ヱヱヰぶ ┘ｴｷIｴ ヴﾗHゲ ┌ゲ ﾗa ; I;ヮ;Iｷデ┞ aﾗヴ ﾃ┌SｪWﾏWﾐデく WｴWヴW 

Fischer-Lichte sees sensual impressions leading to some form of understanding, Jay sees 
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only superficial stimulation. Hﾗ┘W┗Wヴが ‘WﾐWW ┗;ﾐ SW V;ﾉﾉ ケ┌Wゲデｷﾗﾐゲ J;┞げゲ ゲ┌ヮヮﾗゲｷデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa 

critical judgement resting on the achievement of distance between spectator and spectacle. 

A けヮｴWﾐﾗﾏWﾐﾗﾉﾗｪｷI;ﾉ ;WゲデｴWデｷIゲげ ﾗa IﾗﾐデWﾏヮﾗヴ;ヴ┞ ゲヮWIデ;デﾗヴゲｴｷヮ SﾗWゲﾐげデ ヮﾉ;IW W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐデｷ;ﾉ 

involvement in opposition to critical reflection, instead, she says, reflection emerges from 

┘ｷデｴｷﾐ W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIW ふヲヰヰΒぎ ヱヰΓぶく TｴW けW┝ヮWヴｷWﾐデｷ;ﾉ ﾗヮWﾐﾐWゲゲげ デｴ;デ I;ﾐ HW ゲデ;ｪWS H┞ ┘ﾗヴﾆゲ ﾗa 

;ヴデ ﾏｷｪｴデ ｷﾐｷデｷ;デW ﾏﾗﾏWﾐデゲ ﾗa げヴWaﾉW┝ｷ┗W ;┘;ヴWﾐWゲゲげ デｴ;デ ﾏｷｪｴデ Iﾗ┌ﾐデWヴ;Iデ デｴW 

anaesthetising tendencies of spectacle that Jay and many others fear (131).  Vall proposes a 

けヴWaﾉW┝ｷ┗ｷデ┞ ｷﾐ デｴW ゲヮｴWヴW ﾗa デｴW ゲWﾐゲWゲげ デｴ;デ ｷゲ Iﾗﾐデｷﾐ┌ﾗ┌ゲ ┘ｷデｴ ヴWaﾉW┝ｷ┗ｷデ┞ ｷﾐ デｴｷﾐﾆｷﾐｪ ふヱヱΓぶが 

and this serves to extend Fischer-LｷIｴデWげゲ ﾐﾗデｷﾗﾐ ﾗa ;┌デﾗヮﾗｷWゲｷゲく  An in addition to this, an 

ﾗヮWﾐﾐWゲゲ デﾗ デｴW ゲヮWIデ;デﾗヴげゲ W┝ヮWヴｷWﾐIW ﾗa ゲIWﾐﾗｪヴ;ヮｴ┞ ゲｴﾗ┌ﾉS ;ﾉゲﾗ ｷﾐIﾉ┌SW ;ﾐ 

acknowledgement of the agentic capacity of non-human materials.  

In a model of embodied vision in the theatre, material elements such as light, 

volumetric space, smell and sound take on a particular significance. The postdramatic work 

that Lehmann discusses and in contemporary site-specific and immersive theatre 

(Punchdrunk, Pearson/Brookes, La Fura dels Baus, Teatro da Vertigem) have served to 

highlight this mode of spectatorship, but it might equally be applied to work such as that 

made by those pioneers of contemporary scenography such as Adolphe Appia and his idea 

of rhythmic space, Edward Gordon Craig and architectonic space or Josef Svobodaげゲ ヮゲ┞Iｴﾗ-

plastic space. This embodied model underlines the active role that materials can play; the 

spectator is an active part of the emergence of meaning but so too are the scenographic 

materials themselves. In that sense, embodied spectatorship not only acknowledges the co-

creative capacity that contemporary performance often invites; it also flattens the 

ontological distinction between subjects and objects  so that the act of seeing scenography 

can be understood as a discursive practice that is rooted in what Karen Barad calls a 

けヮﾗゲデｴ┌ﾏ;ﾐ ヮWヴaﾗヴﾏ;デｷ┗Wげ ;ヮヮヴﾗ;Iｴ ふB;ヴ;S ヱンヵぶく Fﾗﾉﾉﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ B;ヴ;Sげゲ ;IIﾗ┌ﾐデが デhe body of the 

ゲヮWIデ;デﾗヴ ｷゲ ﾐﾗデ けデｴW aｷ┝WS Sｷ┗ｷSｷﾐｪ ﾉｷﾐWげ ふヱンヶぶ HWデ┘WWﾐ ｷデゲWlf and other things, human and 

non-human, and the emerging perceptibility (or autopoiesis) of performance comes about 

デｴヴﾗ┌ｪｴ デｴW ｷデWヴ;デｷ┗W けｷﾐデヴ;-;Iデｷﾗﾐゲげ ﾗa けﾏ;デデWヴ-in-the-process-of-HWIﾗﾏｷﾐｪげ ふヱΑΓぶくEmbodied 

spectatorship recognises that the event of experiencing scenography is a dynamic and 

iterative process of intra-action between the materiality of human and non-human where 

けﾆﾐﾗ┘ｷﾐｪ ;ﾐS HWｷﾐｪぐ;ヴW ﾏ┌デ┌;ﾉﾉ┞ ｷﾏヮﾉｷI;デWSげ ふヱΒヵぶく 
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Conclusion 

Aヮヮﾉ┞ｷﾐｪ J;┞げゲ ヴWｪｷﾏWゲ to scenography reveals some tension between models of 

vision and individual experience, between visuality and vision and also some differences 

between art and theatre. In the theatre, as Gay McAuley saysが けthe scopic drive is always 

HWｷﾐｪ ゲ┌H┗WヴデWS ;ﾐS Sｷゲヮﾉ;IWSげ (McAuley 239). But models of vision assist in thinking 

through the relationship between the scenography and the spectator and the basis of 

ゲヮWIデ;IﾉW ;ゲ ; けH;S デｴｷﾐｪげ ふ‘;ﾐIｷXヴW ヲヰヰΑ) is revealed in different ways; Cartesian 

perspectivalism configures the spectator as disembodied and docile, disciplined to accept an 

ｷSW;ﾉｷゲWS ｷﾏ;ｪWき ; け┘ﾗヴﾉS ﾗa デｴｷﾐｪゲげ S┘Wﾉﾉゲ ｷﾐ commodities and surfaces; and the baroque 

offers a dazzling and distracting display of excess. But at the same time there are indications 

that within these broad models other possibilities might be at work, and that rather than 

vision and action always being in opposition, they might be brought closer together or even 

merge in a model of embodied spectatorship.  

There are some overlaps between embodied spectatorship and other models. The Baconian 

or け┘ﾗヴﾉS ﾗa ﾗHﾃWIデゲげ デｴ;デ I ｴ;┗W ;ゲゲﾗIiated with scenographic naturalism also draws on 

embodied experience. And the baroque provokes and stimulates embodied looking that 

might be active and co-constructive and not simply distracting or disorientating. In offering 

embodied spectatorship as a model of vision for scenography, I am not suggesting we 

should abandon the others (as Jay and Foster point out, there is merit in considering a 

plurality of models), but I do want to argue for the need to overhaul and revise entrenched 

ideas about the passive nature of looking in the theatre, and in particular, the act of looking 

at scenography. And by insisting on the bodily basis of seeing in the theatre we can 

appreciate the full extent of how scenography activates  perception and emergent 

understanding. 

Looking in the theatre is not a purely visual experience. To look at scenography is to 

apprehend not only illustrations or depictions, but to notice the composition and 

orchestration of materials and feel the way they work on us at a bodily level. This is a way of 

knowing and a kind of action because it connects us to our own experience of the world, our 
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memories and imaginations and our experiential understanding of daily life. The effects of 

theatrical spectacle need not overwhelm us or disable our capacity for reflexive looking. 

Rather, acknowledging the bodily dimension of looking in the theatre might stir us to an 

awareness of the processes of spectatorship and point towards the dynamic, co-

constructive and intra-active potential of seeing scenography.   
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